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TECHNIQUE IN ORGANIZ1

ING LARGE UNITS

IN ITS emphasis on children's purposing, informal teaching rejects any
ready-made organization, textbook or
otherwise. But in the frequent misapplication of this principle lies one of the greatest
pitfalls for beginners in the use of the project method. For thus barring the actual following of a preliminary teacher-made plan
in no way means that the teacher should
omit such preparation. On the contrary, it
is only by carefully thinking the situation
through in its various possibilities that the
young teacher gains the freedom to guide
children in the spontaneous organization of
an activity.
Some authorities feel that once the
teacher makes a preliminary plan for an activity it is killed, that she will force the
class to follow her ideas. That depends. If
she is so lacking in insight that she forces
her plan on the class, the chances are that
she would dominate them under any circumstances. But as a general rule the teacher who has planned several activities develops the ability to guide a class in joint
purposing with her. Because she understands the process of organization she loses
the fear that children's purposing must result in slipshod work. That is, much familiarity here breeds flexibility. For this
reason you should put the best that is in
you into organizing large units; this skill
gained at the outset of your student teaching will serve as a foundation upon which
iAIl rights reserved by the writer, who has prepared this statement for the help of students
teaching in the Training School at Harrisonburg.
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you may later build until you are able to
use the project method with ease.
The following directions for organizing
large units are intended for first year students and for beginning student teachers.
Once you feel sure of your skill in organizing according to this fundamental outline,
you should modify it to suit the needs of
your particular situation. In doing this you
will get much help from studying outline
forms in current educational magazines, especially the Elementary English Review, the
Journal of Educational Method, and The
Virginia Teacher,
In choosing the center for your activity
you should first consult the state course of
^studv. Your supervisor will help you check
off the topics already covered by your class;
in the upper grades the children can often
do this with much profit to themselves as
well as to you. Your supervisor will also
help you at the most critical point in your
work, that is, in selecting something so in
line with the present interests of the class
that they will readily accept the problem as
their own. With a little more skill you can
later lead a class to suggest problems outright, but your first aim will generally have
to be that of having the class wholeheartedly accept a problem suggested by you.
Before attempting the actual organization of the unit you should do some wide
preliminary reading. Thorough orientation
in the problem is necessary, whether it is
building a bird house in the kindergarten or
determining the most efficient system of
government for the town in which the
eighth grade lives. Creative thinking is dependent upon a rich background of knowledge; you possibly lack this, but hours
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spent in the library at the very beginning
will do wonders for you.
Your first problem is to think the activity through in terms of What the Children
Will Do. If this procedure is new to you,
there is danger of your slipping back to an
emphasis on what they will learn. Guard
against this carefully; thinking first in
terms of facts to be acquired brings you
quickly to the level of formal teaching, for
it fosters an exclusive teacher-purposing.
On the other hand, habitually considering
the ordinary school routine in terms of
children's jobs will go far toward developing a project atmosphere in your school.
When you have set down in sentence
outline form the various things you think
the children might do, there are several
checks you should apply before turning the
paper in to your supervisor. If you have
had trouble thinking of interesting things,
you should consult back numbers of The
Virginia Teacher, beginning with March,
1925, to see what other classes have done
ill working xmt-&iHHlar-pi-oblea,rs^ Any good
book on the project method will furnish
suggestions, particularly Hosic and Chase's
Brief Guide to the Project Method, and
Collings's An Experiment with a Project
Curriculum.
Next, you should carefully examine each
step you have listed to determine whether
it is a teacher-imposed task, or one that
children really would propose. That is, is
the job a natural one resulting in some use^
Jnl niitrnme i Do not make the mistake
here of thinking that children will not suggest difficult tasks; few things challenge a
class more than wording a report so that
another class can understand it, or deciding
what parts of a. discussion are important
enough to be remembered. Yet both of
these problems involve thinking of the most
difficult order.
Checking the jobs as to their naturalness
will in itself help you arrange them in good
sequence, that is, in the order in which the
children will probably take them up. In
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making this arrangement one or two big
jobs—giving an illustrated lecture, building a bakeshop, or dramatizing a story, for
instance—will emerge and incorporate any
number of the smaller jobs. One or more
of these larger jobs should now be analyzed
most carefully to hand in to your supervisor. But before you discard the others
stop to think each of them through hurriedly. By doing this you will gain such
a firm hold on the activity that no unexpected turn of affairs due to the children's
purposing can disconcert you; you will be
able to shift with them to another line of
attack without sacrificing the values of organization. In that case you have used the
large unit as a stepping stone to a much
higher level, an activity jointly purposed by
teacher and children.
A last check should now be made to
see that you have used parallel construction throughout your outline, to see that
you have been consistent in your form.
If you stated the first of your main heads2
in a sentence consisting of a subject, a verb,
and an object, then all the main heads
should be stated in sentences containing
each this same grammatical structure.
If you omitted the subject in the first case,
beginning with the verb, then parallel construction demands that you omit the subject in all of the main heads. This does
not mean that you may not vary the form
with heads that are numbered differently,
but if in one of your minor heads you use
a participial or other phrase instead of a
sentence, then all of that group of minors
must use the same construction. Once you
have mastered this idea of keeping your
construction parallel, outlines are much
easier; organization is no mystery, but a
very tangible process.
When you have completed your statement of What the Children Will Do, you
are ready to put into sentence outline the
2

See units in any recent number of The Virginia Teacher for system of numbering agreed
upon by the Training School and the English Department of the College.
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information gained, or What the Children
Will Learn. In doing this, remember that
there are two types of teachers. One finds
any purposing by children "such a good
chance to teach so and so." Needless to
say what the effect on the children is! The
other type of teacher so stimulates children
that they are eager to acquire information
because they need it in the solution of
worthwhile problems. In case their interests do not lead them to learn all the
things required in the course of study, this
teacher would never drag unrelated facts in
to kill a piece of pupil activity. Rather she
would take the class into confidence—even
a first grade—and let them help dacide-hmv
to master the required work. After all, it
is largely a question of absolute honesty
with the children.
Another principle to guide you in arrangement of the subject matter needed in
the activity is that dii!dxen_relish.-sichness
of content- No amount of information on
a subject is too much for an active child
mind, provided it is in at-all-suitable form.
As one small boy once said to me, "Don't
you know we don't mind big words when
there is something we want to find out?"
The article that he and his class considered
it a privilege to wade through contained a
great number of big words for that grade,
but it was well written with plenty of interesting detail.
In outlining the subject matter remember to keep parallel cqn_struction in order
to facilitate unity in the child's mind. A
further economy in learning may be effected by limiting the number of major
paiots; you know from your own experience that a talk or lesson built around an
indefinite number of equally important
points is most difficult to remember. Learning is made still more easy when this limited'number of points is arranged in a series
of related problems, each leading naturally
into the next. Once you learn the art of
guiding the children in setting up problems
for investigation, it is an easy matter to
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use these as the main outline for the subject matter. Another way to secure a series of major points is to go through an
accumulated series, gathering the similar
ones into groups, and then supplying a
major for each group of minors. The
children can help you do this quite far
down in the grades.
Once you have your work grouped under a few major points you should check
to see that you have not repeated yourself,
that is, that you have not made the same
point in two places in a slightly different
form. You should also notice carefully to
see that all similar points are together, and
that there is a clear distinction in importance between majors and minors. To turn
your paper in without first checking it for
each of these standards is very foolish. In
doing this you will be helped by studying
the units already published in the Teacher.
You will find each of them organized
around a limited number of points, with a
distinction between majors and minors, and
with little or no repetition of points. But
they differ greatly in the degree to which
their major points constitute a series of related problems that really move forward to
a definite conclusion.
As a third part of your large unit you
should list skills in fundamentals—Skills
Selected for Emphasis. There must be no
forcing of unrelated drill work upon a reluctant class in this; better to present the
unrelated-but-necessary fundamental skills
to the class, asking them frankly how they
would prefer going about mastering them.
But with a minimum of skill on your part
you can help the class see natural opportunities for improvement during the progress of the activity. / The first step is for
you to familiarize ydprself anci
c|ass
with the goals set for them by the state
course of study and by standard tests, The
class—even a first grade—should tlfbn participate in checking off the goals already
met. The remaining goals should be posted
before the class so that they are constantly
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aware of their progress. Once this is done
they will naturally accept certain goals in
connection with pieces of work growing
out of the activity. For instance, the sixth
grade in the 1925 summer school3 was writing of the toad's activities for the record
they were leaving. With a little guidance
from the student teacher, they decided that
they needed to work definitely to narrow
their paragraph topics. Nor did this inclusion of an aim in skills detract from the
children's interest in the papers; rather it
enhanced it. For children are always most
interested when they are working definitely
to raise themselves to a higher level. This
procedure really brings fundamentals over
into the purposing sphere. A first grade
discovering that its penmanship is inadequate in marking its toys for a Christmas
sale is ready for some diligent and joyful
practice on f's, b's or whatever letters are
troublesome.
But a teacher stumbling
blindly along will not be able to guide this
practice intelligently; she will probably let
them distribute their practice evenly with
little regard for their difficulties. As a result they are apt to tire soon of the work
and drop back to their previous level of effort.
In working up the list of abilities to
emphasize in your class, remember that the
state course of study and the standard test
norms are only a guide; your real field for
study is the children. Watch them carefully. You should find out some weakness that each has in the fundamentals during your observation period, so that you
may from the very first adapt your teaching to their individual needs.
When formal recitation of teacher-assigned textbook lessons gives place to investigation of self-imposed problems, chil.dren acquire a wealth of information. If
they are guided in this by a teacher who
can herself organize, and who has the abil3
See "The Uncommon Common Toad" in this
issue of The Teacher,
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ity to train them to do so, they also acquire
invaluable habits of work. But these habits
of outlining and other forms of thinking
are only part of the story. In addition there
are the ways of working together, and ways
of looking at life, or attitudes and ideals.
These patterns of conduct and emotion
(what Kilpatrick calls concomitant learnings) are by far the most important outcomes of school life. Now these concomitant learnings, as you know from your psychology, are largely subject to control by
the teacher-set situation. Once you get this
view thoroughly, the school becomes a place
where children grow not only in knowledge
and in the ability to think, but in all phases
of character. To further this outlook, you
will he asked~to list as^part fouryof your
large unit the Attitudes and Ideals Fostered.
But a mere list of these is apt to be meaningless; many young teachers—not a few
older ones, too—talk very glibly of leadership, initiative, and co-operation without
really sensing their nature. To train you
in this your supervisor will probably ask
that you leave space after each attitude or
ideal listed. Then as the activity develops,
and you note instances where each of these
is strengthened in an individual child or in
the class, you can record them. An illustration makes knowledge specific; it is an
enemy to vagueness and indefiniteness in
thinking.
The last part of the unit is the Bibliography, and a most important part it is,
too. It should be in two divisions, one for
the children, and one for you. Each book
that is listed for the children should be located so that you are sure it is available for
them. Each should be carefully examined
as to its fitness for the class. In addition to
books and magazine articles, you should
try to provide maps, charts, and pictures.
The bibliography should be carefully arranged according to the form used in The
Virginia Teacher.
Katherine M. Anthony

